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Rethinking Section 508 Compliance: 

Improving Web Accessibility in the 

Public Sector through Best Practices

Case Study – Social Security Administration
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Overview

•Why accessibility matters 

• How best practices can be used to deliver an 

accessible and usable online user 

experience

• Accessibility in a new era of transparency, 

participation and collaboration
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Mild to severe 
disabilities 

between ages 25-
44 (11%)

Source – 2002 US Census 
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Mild to severe 
disabilities between 

ages 45-54 (19%)

Source – 2002 US Census 
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Mild to severe 
disabilities between 
ages 55-64  (28%)

Source – 2002 US Census 
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Mild to severe 
disabilities between 
ages 65 – 69  (38%)

Source – 2002 US Census 
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Computer Users with Disabilities
Computer Users W/ 

Disabilities ages 18-64

27%  have a visual 

impairment – of which 11% 

are severely impaired

Screening criteria:

Individuals who 

considered themselves to 

have an impairment as well 

as those who did not but 

did report having difficulty 

performing daily tasks.

Computer 

users with 

disabilities

US 

Population

Source – 2003 Forrester
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Source – 2003 Forrester

Computer Users W/ 

Disabilities ages 18-64

27%  have a visual 

impairment – of which 11% 

are severely impaired

26% have a dexterity 

impairment, of which 7% 

are severely impaired

Computer 

users with 
disabilities

US 

Population

Computer Users with Disabilities
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Computer Users W/ 

Disabilities ages 18-64

27%  have a visual 

impairment – of which 11% 

are severely impaired

26% have a dexterity 

impairment, of which 7% 

are severely impaired

21% have a hearing 

impairment, of which 3% 

are severely impaired

Source – 2003 Forrester

Computer 

users with 
disabilities

US 

Population

Computer Users with Disabilities
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Majority of working-age adults likely to 

benefit from the use of accessible 

technology
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SSA’s focus on accessibility
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VIDEO PRESENTATION

Where we started
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Can we provide easy to understand accessibility Can we provide easy to understand accessibility Can we provide easy to understand accessibility Can we provide easy to understand accessibility 

guidance?guidance?guidance?guidance?

to…

designers

developers

testers

compliance officials
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Can we deliver consistent, repeatable Can we deliver consistent, repeatable Can we deliver consistent, repeatable Can we deliver consistent, repeatable 

accessibility outcomes?accessibility outcomes?accessibility outcomes?accessibility outcomes?
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Can weCan weCan weCan we

easily ““““bake inbake inbake inbake in”””” usability 

with Section 508 

compliance approaches
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Yes we can! 

through accessibility best 
practices 
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What are Best Practices?

•A Best Practice is a clear and consistent 

approach that leads to a desired result. 

• At SSA, an Accessibility Best Practice 

contains:

– Section 508 legal requirements

– concise explanation of the problem at hand

– interactive example of the solution

– method for testing for the desired results
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The better you "translate" legal requirements into plain EnglishThe better you "translate" legal requirements into plain EnglishThe better you "translate" legal requirements into plain EnglishThe better you "translate" legal requirements into plain English,,,,

the greater the likelihood you'll create accessible outcomes.the greater the likelihood you'll create accessible outcomes.the greater the likelihood you'll create accessible outcomes.the greater the likelihood you'll create accessible outcomes.
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Where did we start?

•Our Best Practices arose from the needs of

– developers

– testers

– users
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Step 1

Provide a comprehensive interpretation 
of the Section 508 Standards to be 
applied consistently across the 

organization
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Step 2

Apply guidance to design efforts
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Accessibility Checklist for 

User Interface (UI) Specification

•What is it?

– A checklist to be used by development teams 

when conducting a walkthrough of UI design

•Who should use it, and when?

– Developers, designers, requirement specialists

– Best used when a proposed UI is in the planning 

stage, as well as throughout development.
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Step 3

Provide clear, concise 

implementation guidance for web 

developers and testers
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SSA Best Practices for Developers & TestersSSA Best Practices for Developers & TestersSSA Best Practices for Developers & TestersSSA Best Practices for Developers & Testers

• Easy to access - easy to understand

• Simple!

• Practical guidance on usability concepts 

“baked in”

•Designed to inform development of site 

templates and interactive web functionality
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DEMONSTRATION

SSA Best Practices Library Tutorial
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Testing to Best Practices

•Platform specific test scripts

•Guidelines for evaluation criteria and 

criticality

•Utilize automated AND manual test 

methods

•Test with and without AT
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Training to Best Practices

•Provide a consistent message

•Help create repeatable successes

• Emphasize good coding techniques to 

develop re-usable templates
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Benefits for Users

•Web content becomes accessible to 

assistive technology

•Web content becomes usable regardless of 

disability
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VIDEO PRESENTATION

Accessibility Best Practices – a 

Recipe for Success
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Results

• Before Best Practices

– 70% of web applications were considered “508 

compliant”.

• After Best Practices

– 93% of web applications fully conform with all applicable 

508 standards.

– 90% of web applications fully conform to applicable 508 

standards in the first release – 100% maintain full 

conformance in future releases.
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Transparency, Citizen Participation & EngagementTransparency, Citizen Participation & EngagementTransparency, Citizen Participation & EngagementTransparency, Citizen Participation & Engagement

Be careful not 

to lock-out 

people with 

disabilities.
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Summary

•Accessibility Best Practices go beyond 
standards to provide practical usable 
solutions that are accessible to everyone.

• Best Practices should be factored into all 
stages of the life cycle – from design to 
development to testing. 

• Accessible Best Practices should be applied 
to social media strategies to avoid “selective 
inclusion”.
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Robert Baker

SSA Section 508 Coordinator

robert.c.baker@ssa.gov

Sandra Wieprecht

Section 508 Testing and Training Lead 

sandra.wieprecht@ssa.gov
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